Autonomy Online　－The Performance of Extensive Reading and Synchronous, Interactive Classes－ by Mulvey Alan
1
Autonomy Online
  The Performance of Extensive Reading and 
Synchronous, Interactive Classes  
Alan Mulvey
Abstract
Many teachers and students may have been unfamiliar with online teaching and learning 
until, in the current COVID-19 pandemic, we find ourselves in the midst of a 
transformation. Students may certainly feel a disconnection from their teacher, each other 
and the material of instruction in the online environment. There are, fortunately, innate 
advantages of online that can serve these essential relationships, which will need to be 
studied more. Descriptive statistics and action research (Burns, 2015), i.e. teacher’s 
observations, students’ artifacts as well as students’ feedback presented in this article, 
underlie the discussion. Online classes may suit a wide variety of personalities and learner 
types and the presence of the teacher may be not so much diminished as placed at a 
beneficial remove. Teaching methodologies that promote the autonomy of the student, along 
with their curricular scaffolding, can arguably function equally well online as face to face. A 
program that runs wholly online while complemented by classroom tuition is Extensive 
Reading supported by Intensive Reading classes. This year, student performance was 
excellent as seen in inter-year comparisons. Possible explanations may be related to students’ 
changed lifestyles as well as the effective delivery of online lessons.
Key Words：Synchronous Interactive Online Learning, Extensive Reading, Intensive 
Reading, Collaborative Teaching, Autonomy, Active Learning, Participatory Learning
This year, due to an unprecedented upheaval, both classroom and campus have seen major 
changes and have become a focus of faculty development. The department, including myself, 
do pedagogical research looking to add to our knowledge as teachers as well as to contribute 
to research in our field of second language acquisition and this semester has provided new 
directions to explore. Feedback from professors indicates that students’ results in the 
Department of English and Global Communication are up across the board this year. We can 
speculate about the causes of improved student performance by looking at the elements at 
play, namely the disposition of students towards online, innovation in lesson delivery and 
changes to student lifestyles. Distance learning, carried out this semester, April to July, 2020, 
due to the corona infection, was seen to be effective for a broad range of learners. Reduced 
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social distractions imposed by social distancing, and resulting new daily routines, seem to 
have improved students’ study focus as seen in, for example, the Extensive Reading 
program.
The Extensive Reading program benefits from considerable scaffolding from regular class-
based Intensive Reading instruction and its successful results this year speak not only to the 
interlinked issues that will be examined here – the broad suitability of online use for many 
types of learners, and the greater focus and interest of students with restricted social lives – 
but also the quality of online tuition delivered this semester. An understanding of these 
issues would serve to grow our capacity to teach effectively, host classes online or create 
hybrid lessons retaining aspects of online use that are beneficial and, moreover, foster in the 
student flexibility, independence and future preparedness.
This article is divided into 2 parts to discuss preference for online classes and then online 
Extensive Reading in more detail.
Part 1 ‒ Preference / Non-preference for Online Classes
Overall, students are not sure if they prefer online classes over face to face classes. In 
answer to the question, a survey of 258 students of Kyoto Tachibana University and another 
university taking English classes was roughly neutral. On a Likert scale of 1 to 10, the 
average score was 4.8. Within this result, those students whose English class is not their 
major, was slightly more positive towards online, at 5.4.
Meanwhile, the results for English majors in the Kyoto Tachibana University Department 
of International English, is that third year, post study abroad (SAP) students – who had their 
SAP cut short this year – averaged 3.4 (15 students) indicating poor favorability, along with 
freshmen, who averaged 3.46 (28 students), which is understandable given the curricular and 
social challenges in their first experience of university life. 
Second year students were not so negatively inclined, at 4.57 (51 students), being, one can 
speculate, in a comfortable stage of university life, with face-to-face friendships established, 
University expectations understood and the challenge of studying abroad postponed.
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Q1) “I prefer online Zoom lessons (more than face-to-face lessons)?” (Likert Scale 1 to 10)
3rdYear – Post SAP 2ndYear – 3rd Term 1stYear – Freshmen
KTU 4.3 (126 Ss) 3.4 (15 Ss) 4.57 (51 Ss) 3.46 (28 Ss)
Other Uni. 5.4 (132 Ss) n/a n/a n/a
Average 4.8 (258 Ss)
Student Profiles and their Preference / Non-preference for Online Classes:
So, what is the profile of students who like classes online? Certainly, they are a minority. 
Of 126 students polled in Kyoto Tachibana University, those who answered indicating 
preference for online classes, i.e. within the Likert range of 7 to 10, numbered 26 students. 
Those who answered in the 1 to 4 range, indicating preference for conventional classes, 
numbered 69 students. Comparing those students who expressed preferences for online 
classes with those who prefer face-to-face classes, certain statements could be tested, as 
follows.
Introverted and Extroverted Personality:
Q1) “I prefer online Zoom lessons (more than face-to-face, classroom lessons)” 
Q2) “I am a quiet, shy student (introverted)”




























1) Preference for online classes
2) Preference for face-to-face classes
Anecdotally, introverted students may like online classes if it reduces social tension 
compared with face-to-face classes so that they can focus more easily. Extroverted students 
may be less distracted in online classes – interacting with others is reliant on the amenities 
of classroom and campus where students can meet and get to know each other – improving 
their own concentration along with those around them. However, they might not enjoy the 
situation. 
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According to survey results, a preference for online classes, as well as for face-to-face 
classes exists, for both extroverts and introverts, with an indication that introverts tend to 
feel stronger in their preference than extroverts, who may not mind so much whether the 
tuition is online or face-to-face.
Intrinsic and Directed Motivation: 
Q4) “I like learning English for myself - it’s fun” (intrinsic motivation)
Q5) “I like learning English for my future - it’s important” (directed motivation)
Q6) “I don’t like learning English” (data inverted)

































1) Preference for online classes
2) Preference for face-to-face classes
Learners who possess high intrinsic and directed motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985) tend to 
feel stronger in their preference for face-to-face or online classes, with directed motivation 
being the strongest motivator of inherent interest in class qualities.
Listening Ability Online:






















1) Preference for online classes
2) Preference for face-to-face classes
This semester it was apparent that there would be audio (and visual) issues in online 
classes. Of the students represented so far, who have fairly strong opinions about whether 
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classes should be online or face-to-face, those who like online classes didn’t factor audibility of 
lessons much in their decision making and may not regard online as presenting a particular 
listening challenge.
Students who Found it Difficult to Hear Online:
It may be that online classes require higher L2 listening skills. For those who dislike online 
classes, the ability to hear, and thus follow the lesson, was somewhat of an issue, as shown 
above. This may be due to technology limitations in online classes. On the other hand, since 
only one person tends to speak unmuted at a time, it can be easier to hear and comprehend 
and there can often be greater focus than in face-to-face lessons. The table below, surveying 
only those students who responded in agreement with the statement that “It’s difficult to 
hear the teacher online (more difficult than face to face classes),” (158 Ss), confirmed a logical, 
if quite small, negative correlation with the statement “I prefer online Zoom lessons (more 
than face to face classroom lessons)”.
Q7 “It’s difficult to hear online” Q1 “I prefer online classes”
KTU (76/126 Ss) 7.16 4.26
Other Uni. (82/132 Ss) 7.4 5.15
Totals (158 Students) 7.28 4.7
Online Learning, Summary and Discussion:
Survey results above showed that a preference for online was a minority view though one 
which was shared by many types of learner of diverse personality for whom distance 
learning may represent a conducive learning environment.
Distance between Teacher and Students:
Online, remote classes distance the teacher from students, and the students from each 
other. There is anxiety in learning in front of other people, fear of making mistakes or not 
being able to follow along in class, affecting study ability (Kahneman, 2011). Anxiety might go 
unread. Feedback from teachers is that it is harder to read a student’s feelings online. As an 
overall aim, I have been careful to ensure students take home a simple enthusiasm for 
continuing to attend online classes. In previous research it was seen that removing the 
teacher somewhat from the students’ learning process better produces the conducive 
environment students need for efficacy in learning (Mulvey, 2019). This acknowledges the 
natural shyness – and mental distraction – the student and in particular the introverted 
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student, may feel with teachers and non-peers in general. However, there are a lot of factors 
at play. In students’ relationships with each other, social anxiety is also an issue. I have 
noticed that students are quite self-conscious on video, for example about their appearance.
Socialisation of the Student:
Besides the performance of online classes discussed so far, it’s worth inserting a note here 
that along with academic capacity, a university promotes social capacity. The socialization of 
the student is an important function of university life. The online classroom must somehow 
fulfill the functions of the campus for students’ social as well as academic life. A simple 
comment here would be to say that in an online lesson, the students do need room to 
‘breakout’ and chat privately and get to know each other.
Online Lesson Advantages:
Lesson delivery online arguably has advantages of certain kinds. A common modality of 
lessons in English for Academic Purposes classes in the Department of English and Global 
Communication is one of student participation. This plays to the strengths of online 
classroom technologies that allow students to practice and present discretely in breakout 
rooms or elsewhere, share whiteboard text and multimedia more easily and clearly than in 
physical classrooms. It entails a facility for simultaneous, interactive online classes as 
opposed to asynchronous on-demand online lessons. However, in Faculty meetings, professors 
have stated that student academic performance improvements were seen in both lesson 
types. This may speak to the relationship between lesson content and its suitable delivery.
Online Textbooks:
Online textbook content is an area that would need general improvement. Online 
textbooks were not a major consideration for most teachers before being challenged to teach 
online. To be forward looking, it is clearly a major new direction for publishers that 
textbooks must have very functional online content.
Student Autonomy and Flexibility: 
The approach to tuition in English for Academic Purposes program (EAP) is one of 
fostering student autonomy, active student participation and critical reasoning skills. This is 
developed on a critical path towards effective language acquisition. In addition, it may leave 
the student flexible and self-reliant to deal with upheavals such as we have seen this 
semester.
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Part 2 ‒ Extensive Reading
We are seeing some changes in academic performance related to new daily routines. In 
perennially unpopular Extensive Reading, in which students must read target materials 
provided online, average daily pace of reading along with quiz results, with thresholds 
increased to promote a pattern of consistent and attentive reading, has increased year-on-
year. Students’ lifestyles in the face of social distancing measures have less social outlet and 
self-isolating students stuck at home may hunger for diversion and may view a good book as 
a good friend and a window to the world. It may be that it has become an ever more 
important element of daily life.
Extensive Reading (ER) uses graded readers the student chooses individually at her own 
ability level and pace to build language familiarity (Robb & Susser, 1986). The Extensive 
Reading program of Kyoto Tachibana University, Department of International English, sees 
students read over 16 weeks per semester, and continue over Summer holidays to provide 
continuity. ER runs online (xreading.com) with automated functions for monitoring and 
administering reading patterns. It has evolved year-on-year, and has seen some disruptions 
this year, however, the usual targets are 240,000 words per semester, with settings to aid 
attentive reading matching the readers ability level, such as reading speed limited to 250 
words per minute and compulsory book quiz pass thresholds set high, at 60% this year.
Extensive Reading is complemented by Intensive Reading (IR) where, in small, weekly 
classes, students as a whole are guided through reading passages to build lexical knowledge. 
Intensive Reading benefits as much as Extensive Reading from students working outside the 
classroom, managing the time each requires individually to complete reading and 
comprehension tasks. The two are mutually supportive. ER consolidates comprehension skills 
introduced through IR to build comprehension speed and thereby, enjoyment of reading, i.e. 
intrinsic reading motivation.
Intensive Reading:
Intensive Reading classes develop knowledge of large-scale written structures and the 
situational meaning of parts therein, that is, students study syntax, sentence constituents and 
word colocations within the context of their position in paragraphs. Students learn by doing: 
reading, writing and presenting in paragraphs that consist of very defined structure. Giving 
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students this very defined structure for their output helps them to track and improve upon 
contents – a title, a topic, supporting information, details and a summary. Practice of writing 
and presenting, then, supports reading skill acquisition since they share a common form.
The in-class IR complement to ER increases intrinsic interest in reading as critical 
reasoning comprehension skills are built – skills which ER practice quickens – summing to a 
greater ability of students to enjoy their reading. To illustrate this, there is, for example, a 
specific impediment to enjoyment – and a student complaint – which is that lower graded 
reading levels are often conflated with simplified book topics. The students may have to read 
at a low level, but they would prefer the book contents not to be childish, perhaps. The 
student’s relief from this unsatisfactory situation – and thus a support to ER – is provided in 
IR that develops the lexical knowledge that aids an ability to discern, for example in the 
children’s fable written in simplified English, the hidden, profound, intrinsically interesting, 
relatable moral. ER is a practice of critical reasoning skills if the student is reading 
structurally, that is if she is practicing the reading skills introduced through IR classes. IR 
classes, thereafter, develop those skills further by coaching students to present coherently on 
books they have read. Presenting on a liked story of her choosing, the student learns to 
relate not only the title and the contents of the story, but moreover, to relate what the story 
meant to her and what she ‘got’ from the story, i.e. its moral or theme, as opposed to merely 
recounting the story narrative, as in ‘this happened and then that happened’. 
IR and ER work together to develop mental ability through specific stages which may be 
described in reference to concept-based instruction (CBI), beginning with orientation, and 
proceeding to material and verbal transformations, and finally, to a mental transformation, 
when the activity is performed by the person as pure thinking, and the lesson is internalized 
by the learner (Vygotsky, 1987; Galperin, 1992; Arievitch & Haenen, 2005; Swain, 2000; 
Tallerman, 2011). Galperin’s (1969) concept based instruction (CBI) is “a means to bring 
concepts into consciousness by developing an ability to recontextualize the learned concepts 
beyond classroom activities” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 
ER, of course, aims for the student to read in quantity, and so, with the scaffolding of IR, 
not withstanding its demanding challenges, students are encouraged to find fruition in the 
enjoyment of reading at their ability level, to read in quantity and thereby build up 
familiarity of the language in context. The following is an overview of the extensive reading 
program over the four years that it has run so far.
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2017 109 240,000  93 10 Apr (Mon) to 28 July (Fri) (~16 wks)
2018 113 240,000 101 9 Apr (Mon) to 31 July (Tues) (~16.5 wks)
2019 109 240,000  93 8 Apr (Mon) to 26 July (Fri) (~16 wks)
2020 118 225,000  86 4 Apr (Sat) to 31 July (Fri) (~17 wks)
Extensive Reading inter-year comparisons that include 2020 were difficult as the 2020 
program saw many unique disruptions. Covid-19 disrupted campus and students reading at 
home had home-PC and internet issues. From week 10, after 12th June 2020, there were 
major disruptions to the partner Xreading website during its upgrading to cope with a surge 
in demand. As a result of these unique circumstances, in KTU’s ER program, there was an 
easing of reading target and deadline. To compare across year, each program duration, read 
target and sample size should be taken into account.
Given the above, it was still possible to compare two periods where inter-year programs 
were similar, and comparisons could be made: The initial three weeks of each program 
where students are arguably not very conscious of deadlines, targets or optimal reading 
rates and the subsequent period of 48 days up to the disruptions in the 2020 program due to 
the xreading site changes.
In each year of the comparison study, students are averaged as a whole group since there 
are adequate reading levels to cater to the range of reading abilities. Since the ER ethos is to 
read in quantity at a suitably easy level, it should be possible for a low-level reader to read 
just as much and have a quiz grade as high as a high-level reader.












2017  93 23056175 247916 109 2274 38%
2018 101 24554678 243116 113 2151 62%
2019  93 25416415 273295 109 2507 76%
2020  86 21949980 255232 118 2163 83%
The reading target in previous years was to read 15,000 words per week, or 2,143 words 
per day. The summary data table above is just for reference and is not significant as the 
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2020 program had a lower read target and a longer duration.
First 21 Day Period:
Did students start to read early in the program?









‘17 10 Apr (Mon) to 01 May (Mon) 4195038 45108 2148 49%
‘18 09 Apr (Mon) to 30 Apr (Mon) 4759756 47126 2244 63%
‘19 08 Apr (Mon) to 29 Apr (Mon) 4759854 51181 2437 77%
‘20 04 Apr (Sat) to 25 Apr (Sat) 5063744 58881 2804 80%
In the first three weeks, the 2020 program had the highest average words read per day. A 
higher target of 50,000 words was set for an initial two-week program in 2020, however, only 
four students read a total of a few thousand words, which had no significant impact. For 
some weeks thereafter, nominally higher weekly targets were implied, which may have 
influenced student reading, but these were not strictly enforced due to Covid-19 disruptions.
Subsequent Period (48 days):
Did students read consistently?









‘17 01 May (Mon) to 18 Jun (Sun) 10864907 116827 2434 37%
‘18 30 Apr (Mon) to 17 Jun (Tues) 11236452 111252 2318 64%
‘19 29 Apr (Mon) to 16 Jun (Sun) 11479901 123440 2572 78%
‘20 25 Apr (Sat) to 12 Jun (Fri) 10341650 120252 2505 83%
Pattern of Consistent Reading:
The 2020 reading rate slows to 2019 levels around week 9. From week 10, after the time 
periods described above, there came the Xreading website disruption and subsequent easing 
of reading target and deadline and these started to have an effect on student reading. The 
2020 reading pattern, however, is definitely one to promote – reading early and consistently, 
which is the effective way to build language through familiarity, and thereafter, in the last 
third of the program, students can find the freedom to re-set focus, if need be, on other 
programs and end-of-term reports and exams.
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Comparison of Words Read Averages per Day
First 21 days Subsequent 48 days Total Period
2017 2148 2434 2274
2018 2244 2318 2151
2019 2437 2572 2507
2020 2804 2505 2163
Comparison of Xreading Programs, Spring, 2017-’20
The rate of reading in 2020 is well above the previous-three-year average. 
First 21 days Subsequent 48 days
Average 2017-19 2276 2441
2020 2804 2505
% increase 23% 2.6%
Pattern of Attentive Reading:
2020 quiz averages show the most attentive reading of any program year. The 2017, Fall 
program (2nd semester) began an adoption of stricter rules to reduce inattentive reading and 
poor quiz results, and showed significant success in the Spring program of 2018, which is 
shown below. In 2018-19, the quiz score per book had to be 40% or above in order for the 
words-read to be counted, and the full-program average had to be 60% or above. In 2020, the 
quiz score of each book had to be 60% or above.
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Comparison of Quiz Scores Averages
First 21 days Subsequent 48 days Total Period
2017 49% 37% 38%
2018 63% 64% 62%
2019 77% 78% 76%
2020 80% 83% 83%
Comparison of Quiz Scores
Quiz scores are well above the average of the previous three years of the program. 
Comparison of Quiz Scores Averages
First 21 days Subsequent 48 days Total Period
Average 2017-19 63% 60% 59%
2020 80% 83% 83%
% increase 27% 38% 41%
ER Summary:
Extensive reading performance can be summarized as trending towards improvement, 
year on year. Despite the unique disruptions to student life in 2020 due to Covid-19, we can 
note that the quantity of reading continued to increase in 2020. As quiz score targets were 
raised, qualities of attentiveness in reading and improved comprehension saw year on year 
improvements, including in 2020.




There are many moving parts in the trends observed throughout this article, though some 
observations can be made.
A.  Diverse types of learner may like online learning:
Liking online learning in comparison to face-to-face classes, while a minority opinion 
overall, was one which represented diverse types of learner and particularly those with 
autonomous and directed motivation.
B.  Promoting learner autonomy may be conducive to good academic performance online:
Adding to a motivation to read brought about by the isolation of social distancing and 
being cocooned at home, positive results in Extensive Reading throughout the Spring 2020 
semester might comment on the nature of groupwork-based, interactive classes which build 
students’ autonomy and Intensive Reading classes in particular, which, by building students’ 
reading skills and thereby their autonomy in reading, promoted their intrinsic motivation to 
read.
C.  Online classes can be as successful as face-to-face classes:
Intensive Reading classes, though they ran online this year, successfully supported good 
performance in Extensive Reading. Since ER runs wholly online every year (books and 
quizzes are online, as mentioned) reasons for its improved performance this year might 
include a successful online delivery of Intensive Reading classes in addition to changes to 
student study habits mentioned.
We can feel optimistic about qualities in online tuition students experienced this semester, 
the effective delivery of online lessons by staff throughout the department and the self-reliant 
capacities nurtured in EAP students that will serve them well for the future.
Reflecting on this semester, as face to face lessons were discontinued, as classrooms went 
online, and as challenge was turned into opportunity, what was achieved allows us of think of 
future lesson design that builds on our new skills. Teachers can deliver, if called upon, hybrid 
lessons that contain the best of both worlds; coupling effective academic facilitation online 
with face-to-face classes. The online experience has to be studied more, not only in terms of 
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academic performance but also social capacity building.
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